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Fatal ejftffs of Lightning, 85 

FataTeffe&s of Lightning; in a letter to the Rev. JOSEPH WIL- 
LARD, president of the univtrjifytn Cambridge; and vice pt •£/?- 
dent of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. By Rev. 
JOHN LATHROP, D.D. A. A. S. 

Boflon,jFuly if, ifgS. 
KSV. SIR, 

Ln ^OHD^Haace with the recmeft of the Academy,.expref£ 
ed at the laft meeting, that the feveral members would commu- 
nicate fuch cafes of the effects of lightning, as may have com? 
to their knowledge, I have the honor to communicate the 
only cafe which has happened in this town, fb far as I can 
learn,, in which life has been deftroyed by a (broke of light- 
ning. 

The account which I am about to give has been communi- 
cated to me by Mr. Benjamin Efeaderfon-, Mr. Henderfbn is 
now 72 years demand, as he was 12 at the time x he has a clear 
remembrance of the thunder ftorm, r and of the effects. 

He informs me that he then lived with his mother in the 
houfe which makes the north fide of the "arch, leading to the 
dwelling houfe of the late Jonathan Williams, Efq, There* 
were in the roam five gentlemen belonging to the general 
eourt* himfelf, his fifter ? and Peborah Stratton, the young per- 
fon who was killed. 

As the ftorm increafed, this Deborah,, a child of about 13 
fears old, being intimidated, ran to- one of thd gentleman, who 

fat 



86 Fatal effects of Lightning. 

fat very near a window, and placed herfelf on the floor be- 
tween his feet j covering her, head with the fkirt of his coat. 
Mr. Henderfbn, who gives me the account, fat alfo on the 
floor, not more than two feet from the fatal fpot. 

The cloud came up in the weft, and in the midft of the 
ftorm, there was a violent difcharge of thunder, which burft 
off the cafing of the window near which they fat, carrying 
pieces of the boards to the middle of the room, and filling the 
whole with a ftrong fulphureous fmell. 

Asfoonas the perfons in the room were recovered front 
the firft impreflion, they found the girl was dead. Mr. Hen- 
derfon, who gives me the account, was for fome time infenfi- 
ble of what had happened. His lifter was alfo ftruck down. 
He tells me, he had no recollection of the clap, but as he came 
to his fenfes, he law the girl dead, and found himfelf fo in- 
jured that he could riot ftand. He was put to bed, and in the 
morning he found one of his arms was burnt and hliftered j 
and feveral days paffed before ne recoveredthe^oie df*his Km&s* 

I cannot determine from any circumftances related whether 
the difcharge was from the cloud, or from the earth. The 
cafings of the window, indeed, were flung into the ro£m, but 
it appears from careful obfervation, that flivers and light pieces 
©f wood, were driven, at the time of explofion, in every direc- 
tion from the place where a breach is made. 

In the cellar, and dire&ly under the place where the unfor- 
tunate child was fitting, there was an iron fpit, the one end 
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of which ftood on the ground, and the other refted on the 
cellar wall. 

The Jharp end of the fpit, which relied on the wall, was 
melted ; and directly over the fpit, there was a fmall breach 
in the floor of the room. 

If the charge was from the earth, the fpit conducted it in 
fafety, as far as it reached ; and as the electrical fluid is al- 
ways condenfed, and acts with moft, forces at going off, or en- 
tering the fharp point of a conductor ; it melted the end of 
the fpit, as now defcribed. The charge then took the neareft 
good conducting matter, which happened to be the unfortunate 
child, fitting on the floor, directly over the fpit. In paffing 
through the floor, it is probable the fluid diverged ; the great- 
eft part paired through the child, and produced inftant death. 
Afmaller portion took Mr. HeuderfonY arm, and burned it ; 
the whole then took the iron hinges, and. hooks of the win- 
dow, and the lead in which the glafs was fet, and fo pafled 
away without leaving any other marks of its progrefs, except 
throwing a few bricks from die chimney ; or, if the charge 
was from the cloud, the effects and appearances would proba- 
bly have been the fame. This accident fhows the danger of 
placing ourfelves in the courfe, between different portions of 
conducting mattef, in the tim€ of a thunder fhower. 

The iron fpit, Handing by the wall, in the cellar, and the 
lead and iron work of the window, were good conductors. 
The explofion, whether from the ground, or from the cloud, 

found 
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found t-he unhappy child between thofe portions of conducting 
matter, and killed her in a moment. 

It is remarkable, that tibc geniieman, between whofe feet flie 
fat, a«d wlA^he &kt of whofe coat flue icoyered her face, re- 
ceived no hurt. 

Augufi 14th. 

SINCE writing the above, another perfon, an inhabitant of 
Bofton, has been killed txy fighsnng; 

On the tenth inftant, five men were employed, by the fe- 
lejftmen of the town, to take a corpie, which had lain in a 
place unfrequented, until it became extremely ofFenfive, and 
bury it on a finall ifland in the harbour. 

While -'digging the grave, they obferved a cloud gathering 
nearly over them. As one of the men was at work in the 
grave, and two others were ftanding very near, there was an un- 
exfe&ed <lifcharge of %htning^ which ftjrtjck to the ground 
the two men who had been ftanding by the grave, one on each 
fide. 

The man who was then in the grave, tells me* the clap 
feemed to him like the report of two or three cannon, in as 
quick fircceuion as poffible. He inftantly looked up, and few 
the two men lying on the ground. With fuch affiftance as 
he, and the other men were able to give, one of the two, who 
were ftruck, was foon recovered ; in the other, whofe name 
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was James Dili, no remains of life were feen j Ms hat was torn 
very much, and was lying feveral feet from him. There was 
a breach in the ikin of his head, from which the blood ran 
down his face. From the breach in his head there was a 
dufky appearance like that which is made by the burning of 
gun powder, down his neck and breaft, and fo (chiefly on the 
left fide) to his feet. 

Col. Revere, who in the difcharge of his duty as'coroner, ex- 
amined the body, tells me, he obferved the breach in the fkin of 
the head, and alfo a white mark, like a.fcratcb, down the neck ; 
which he thought, was over the jugular vein ; and on each 
fide the white appearance, there were dufky {breaks as defcrib- 
ed before. 

The man who was killed, had on a pair of flrong canvafs 
trowfers, both legs of which were torn open ; the left in two 
or three places. 

As the members of the academy wifh to have every circum- 
ftance communicated, which carries evidence to fhow the 
direction of the charge, I will fubmit the following reafons to 
fhow, that in this cafe, the earth -waspo/itive, and the direction 
of the charge was upwards. 

The morning of the day, and all the forenoon, was extremely 
hot, with the wind, very fmall, moll of the time, from the 
weft. After a fhort calm T aboutL 12 o'clock, there was a light 
breeze from the eaft and fouth eaft, and in a fhort, time 
clouds began to appear. 

N According 
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According to the theory, which I -believe is now gen^alhf 
received, the eaft. and fouth eaft wind having taken from the 
atmofphere, a portion of the electrical matter., the particles of 
vapour, which had been Separated by it, approached nearer 
each other, and appeared in clouds. As the region pf the at- 
mofphere, in which the clouds were thus, formed, Jaad been 
deprived of electrical matter, by the moift fovtth eaft wind, 
the electricity of the clouds formed in that portion of the at- 
mofphere, mu'ft have been negative, until lupplied with the 
fluid, from fome other quarter. The cloud which we are now 
confidering, I had obferved with more than common attention 
from my houfe. It was fmall, but appeared very much con- 
denfed by the action of oppofite winds. 

The men who were on the ifland fay, there had been no rain 
or thunder from the time of their landing ; the fatal clap was 
xhtjirjl difcharge. As a portion of the electrical matter had 
been taken off, before and at the time when the cloud was 
forming, and the clap which killed the man was the^^/?, there 
is reafon to think the charge went from the fpot on the ifland, 
where he flood, to the cloud, and fo ; reftored the •equilibrium. 
Some circumflantial evidence, that the electricity, of the earth 
was pojttive, perhaps may be gathered from the burfling open 
of the canvafs trowfers, the tearing of the hat, and the breach 
in the man's head. The electrical fluid paffing fromthe earth, 
directly under the man, tore afunder the dry linen trowfers, 
which were open at the bottom, and tight at the top. The 
hat alfo, being of wool, and dry, was a bad conductor. It 
gave fome obflruction to the pauiag fluid, and was therefore 
2 torn 
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torn in pieces, and driven to fome diftance. This refinance 
might alfo give fuch a direction to the fluid, as to break the 
lkin ; a thing not common even where ftrokes of lightning 
have been fatal. But whether the thoughts now fuggefled 
carry any evidence to prove that the electricity of the earth, in 
the cafe we have been confidering, was pofkive, or not, I hope 
others who have given more attention to ftudies of this fort 
than I have been able to, will be led to make iuch communi- 
cations as fhalljferve to illuftrate this interefting branch of nat- 
ural philoibphy. 

With great refpect and efleem, 
I am, Sir, 

Your moil obedient, 
And humble fervant, 

JOHN LATHROP. 
Rev. Dr. WtllarcL 

■ £=S^£5!» 



An account of the effecls of Lightning on the houfe of JONA- 
THAN MASON, Efq. in Bojion. In a letter to the Rev. 
JOSEPH WILLARD, D.D. L.L.D. and vice preftdent of 
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. By Rev. JOHN 
LATHROP, D.D. 



SIR, 



ABOUT 2 o'clock, P. M. on Wednefday the 23d of 
May, a cloud, which had been feveral hours collecting in the 
weft -and north, came up with a briik wind and heavy claps 
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